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1. 

HIGH-SPEED SENSE AMPLIFER WITH 
REGULATED FEEDBACK 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates generally to semiconductor 
integrated circuits and more particularly, it relates to an 
improved sense amplifier circuit for use in very high 
speed sensing applications. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Sense amplifiers are widely used to amplify output 
signals of memory circuits. FIG. 1 shows a diagram of 
atypical device using a sense amplifier8. Circuit 16 may 
be a memory cell, a combination of memory cells whose 
outputs are “ANDed' (say, a PLD), or some other de 
vice which has a product term (“PT") output 12 and a 
product term ground (“PTG”) output 14. PT 12 can be 
high, for example 2.2 V, or low, for example 1.6 V. 
Sense amplifier8 includes a p-channel pull-up transistor. 
34 and an n-channel pull-down transistor 36. Pull-up 
transistor 34 has a source 61 connected to a positive 
voltage supply VDD and a gate 51 connected to a volt 
age supply VREFP. Pull-down transistor 36 has a gate 
31 connected to a constant voltage supply (not shown). 
Transistors 34 and 36 are always on. Circuit 16 can act 
as a switch to connect PT 12 to PTG 14 or to discon 
nect them from each other. When circuit 16 disconnects 
PT 12 from PTG 14, PT 12 is kept high by the voltage 
supply VDD through pull-up transistor 34. When cir 
cuit 16 connects PT 12 to PTG 14, PT 12 is driven low 
by the current through pull-down transistor 36. 
PT 12 is amplified by buffer 18 whose output 120 can 

be high, for example 5 V, or low, for example 0 V. 
FIG. 2 shows a prior art device with sense amplifier 

8 in greater detail. Circuit 16 is an n-channel transistor 
which either connects PT 12 to PTG 14 or disconnects 
them from each other depending on the voltage on its 
gate 69. PT 12 is connected to buffer 18 through an 
n-channel pass transistor 66. Buffer 18 includes inverters 
5 and 6. Inverter 6 includes a p-channel transistor 58 
whose source 11 is connected to a constant positive 
voltage supply (not shown), and an n-channel transistor 
60 whose source is connected to the ground. Buffer 18 
also includes an n-channel feedback transistor 62 and a 
p-channel feedback transistor 64. Drain 21 offeedback 
transistor 62 is connected to a positive voltage supply 
(not shown). Feedback transistors 62 and 64 stabilize 
the voltage at node 19. When the voltage on node 19 
goes too high, node 17 connected to the gates of feed 
back transistors 62 and 64 goes too low. As a result, the 
current through transistor 62 goes down, and the cur 
rent through transistor 64 goes up. This pulls the volt 
age at node 19 down until the voltage at node 19 
reaches its normal value. When the voltage at node 19 
becomes too low, the voltage at node 17 is pulled up 
high. As a result, the current through feedback transis 
tor 64 goes down, and the current through feedback 
transistor 62 goes up. This pulls the voltage at node 19 
up to its normal value. 
FIG. 3 shows another circuit with a sense amplifier. 

Buffer 18 includes inverters 3 and 4. Inverter 3 includes 
a p-channel transistor 44 and an n-channel transistor 46. 
Inverter 4 includes a p-channel transistor 40 and an 
n-channel transistor 42. Buffer 18 further includes an 
n-channel feedback transistor 50 and n-channel feed 
back transistor 48. 
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2 
FIG. 4 shows another device using a sense amplifier. 

Here circuit 16 includes an EEPROM cell 10 and a 
transistor 24 whose gate is connected to a row line. PT 
12 is connected to the gate of pull-down transistor 36. 
PTG 14 is connected through pull-down transistor 36 to 
the drain of another pull-down transistor 28. The source 
of transistor 28 is connected to the ground. The gate of 
transistor 28 is connected to a positive voltage supply 
(not shown). The gate of clamp transistor 26 is con 
nected to PT 12 through pass transistor 66. Buffer 18 
comprises inverters 20 and 22. Inverter 20 comprises a 
p-channel transistor 39 and an n-channel transistor 38. 
VREFP is generated by voltage divider 57 of which 
VDD is an input. As a result, VREFP tracks VDD; 
when VDD increases, so does VREFP. 
FIG. 5 diagrams PT 12 and output 120. When PT 12 

rises from the low level VIL of 1.6 V to the high level 
VIH of 2.2 V as shown in FIG. 5(a), output 120 rises 
from 0 V to 5.0 V. The steeper is the rising edge 70 of 
PT 12, the steeper is the rising edge 71 of output 120 and 
so the faster is the sense amplifier on low-to-high transi 
tions. When PT 12 falls from high to low as shown in 
FIG. 5(b), output 120 falls also. The steeper is the falling 
edge 75 of PT 12, the steeper is the falling edge 76 of 
output 120 and so the faster is the sense amplifier on 
high-to-low transitions. 

It is desirable to provide a faster sense amplifier, and 
so it is desirable to provide steeper edges 71 and 76. It is 
also desirable to reduce the power consumption of a 
sense amplifier. 
When the voltage on PT 12 changes between its low 

value VIL, say, 1.6 V, and its high value VIH, say, 2.2 
V, buffer 18 switches output 120 at some intermediate 
input threshold voltage VTH, say 1.9 V. The relation 
ship between VIL, VIH and VTH is shown in FIG. 6. 
The difference (“noise margin”) 23 between VIH and 
VTH determines the tolerance of sense amplifier 8 to 
noise when PT is high. The difference (“noise margin') 
33 between VTH and VIL determines the tolerance of 
sense amplifier8 to noise when PT 12 is low. As shown 
in FIG. 6(a), voltage VTH is usually near the middle 
between VIL and VIH, so that the noise margins 23 and 
33 are about equal. 
At low operating temperatures, say at 0 degrees C., 

the threshold voltage VTH decreases. See FIG. 6(b). 
Another factor that can decrease voltage VTH is an 
increase, even by 5%, in voltage VDD on the source of 
pull-up transistor 34. When voltage VTH decreases, 
noise margin 33 between VTH and VIL also decreases. 
As a result, the sense amplifier becomes less reliable 
because it becomes more sensitive to noise on PT 12 
when PT 12 is low. To keep noise margin 33 wide, sense 
amplifiers are made to that the total difference (“win 
dow”) 43 between VIH and VIL is large. 

This can be achieved, for example, by enlarging the 
transistors in the sense amplifier. Yet increasing win 
dow 43 between voltages VIH and VIL makes the 
device using the sense amplifier slower, because it takes 
longer to switch between voltages VIH and VIL which 
are far apart. It is desirable to provide a sense amplifier 
that is fast and reliable both in normal conditions and at 
low temperatures and high VDD voltage supplies. It is 
desirable in general to decrease the noise sensitivity in a 
sense amplifier. 
Some sense amplifiers use feedback circuitry to stabi 

lize voltages. Transistors 62 and 64 in FIG. 2 form such 
a circuit. Yet many feedback circuits have only a limited 
application because they are intolerant to process varia 
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tions. Feedback circuits usually include both p-channel 
and n-channel transistors manufactured during different 
process steps. The ratio between the p- and n-channels 
is crucial for the correct operation of the feedback cir 
cuit. If, due to process variations, p-channels are too 
large, many feedback circuits are unreliable. It is desir 
able to provide a sense amplifier more tolerant to pro 
cess variations. 

Circuit 16 may be a combination of memory cells 
whose outputs are “ANDed' together. Circuit 16 of 
FIG. 7 has EEPROM memory cells like cell 53. Each 
cell is connected to PT 12 through a transistor like 
transistor 63. If all memory cells like cell 53 are pro 
grammed to conduct, and row line 45 is high, PT 12 is 
driven very low, possibly below 1.6V. As a result, the 
transition of PT 12 from low to high (when row line 45 
goes from high to low) is especially slow. A similar 
problem occurs on high-to-low transitions if only one of 
the memory cells is programmed to conduct. In that 
case, when row line 45 changes from low to high, PT 12 
is driven from high to low by only one conducting 
memory cell. This transition is quite slow. It is desirable 
to provide a sense amplifier which provides fast transi 
tions of output 120 when circuit 16 is a combination of 
memory cells of FIG. 7. 
An improved sense amplifier is disclosed in U.S. Pat. 

No. 5,189,322, entitled LOW-POWER SENSE AM 
PLIFIER WITH FEEDBACK, assigned to the as 
signee of the present application. Although this inven 
tion works effectively for its intended purpose in pro 
viding a sense amplifier having an increase in signal 
transition speed in a power-efficient manner, however, 
for some current high-speed integrated circuit applica 
tions, further improvement in signal transition speed is 
required. 
Accordingly, there is a long-felt but unsatisfied need 

to have an improved sense amplifier that has improved 
speed performance while at the same time not increas 
ing power consumption. The circuit should be easily 
manufactured utilizing existing technology while at the 
same time being a cost effective alternative to known 
circuits. The present invention addresses such a need. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

A sensing apparatus for receiving an input signal and 
for providing an output signal, which is CMOS compat 
ible, at an output terminal is disclosed. The sensing 
apparatus includes a plurality of critical nodes, a prod 
uct term window means responsive to the input signal 
for providing a predetermined voltage window, and an 
inverter coupled to the product term window means so 
that the product term window means is not connected 
to any critical nodes of the sensing apparatus for speed 
ing up the low-to-high and high-to-low transitions of 
the output signal. 

In a first aspect, sensing apparatus further includes 
first logic means coupled between the output and a first 
critical node for speeding up the low-to-high transitions 
on the output. 

In another aspect, the sensing apparatus includes 
second logic means coupled between the output and a 
second critical node for speeding up the low-to-high 
transitions on the output. 

In yet another aspect, the sensing apparatus includes 
compensation means coupled to the second logic means 
for compensating for temperature variations to improve 
noise immunity and minimize power consumption when 
the output is at the low logic level. 
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4 
The sense amplifier of the present invention has im 

proved speed performance while consuming an equiva 
lent amount of power compared to prior art sense am 
plifiers. 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1-4 shows diagrams of prior art sense amplifi 
e.S. 

FIGS. 5(a) and (b) diagram a product term PT and an 
output of prior art sense amplifiers. 

FIG. 6(a) and (b) show a relationship between input 
and threshold voltages of an amplifier at different tem 
peratures and voltage supplies. 

FIG. 7 diagrams a multicell memory whose output 
goes to a sense amplifier. 
FIG. 8 is a diagram of a sense amplifier in accordance 

with the present invention. 
FIG. 9 shows a diagram of a reference voltage versus 

temperature. 
FIG. 10 shows a diagram of a reference voltage ver 

SuS VOD. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
DRAWINGS wn 

This invention relates to an improvement in a sense 
amplifier in an integrated circuit. The following de 
scription is presented to enable one of ordinary skill in 
the art to make and use the invention as provided in the 
context of a particular application and its requirements. 
Various modifications to the preferred embodiment will 
be readily apparent to those skilled in the art, and the 
generic principles defined here may be applied to other 
embodiments. Thus, the present invention is not in 
tended to be limited to the embodiments shown, but is 
to be accorded the widest scope consistent with the 
principles and novel features disclosed herein. 
The performance objectives for an amplifier used in a 

digital circuit (i.e. a sense amplifier) are: minimize prop 
agation delay from input to output; minimize power 
consumption; maximize noise margin; minimize temper 
ature sensitivity; and minimize sensitivity to process 
variations. Changes improving performance with re 
spect to one objective often degrade performance with 
respect to another (e.g. a change which reduces propa 
gation delay will generally either increase power con 
sumption or reduce noise margin or both). An optimum 
design then is one which balances the above perfor 
mance objectives. 
The primary objective for the sense amplifier of the 

present invention is to minimize the propagation delay 
from input to the circuit to output (i.e. maximize the 
speed), while maintaining power consumption at a rea 
sonable level as compared to prior art examples. The 
speed is gained without degrading noise margins and in 
fact, noise margin is actually improved during certain 
regions of operation where added noise margin is good 
(i.e. at high VDD and 0° C. where the circuit generates 
the most noise). Temperature sensitivity is also im 
proved through this design while sensitivity to process 
variation is not degraded. 
A digital amplifier has two states-high and low 

-and deals with two types of transitions-high to low 
and low to high. The basic design of this sense amplifier 
works very much like many previous sense amplifier 
designs in that is reads and interprets a very small volt 
age swing at the input and translates this into a full 
CMOS swing at its output. This is almost by definition 
what a digital CMOS sense amplifier does. 
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Referring now to FIG. 8 what is shown is a sense 
amplifier 100 in accordance with the present invention. 
The circuit 100 includes an array product term block 
102. The array product term block provides the RBL 
output to the source of transistor 104 and the product 
term ground (PTG) output to the source of transistor 
106 and to the drain of transistor 108. The gate of tran 
sistor 108 is couple to the Vbias output of sense voltage 
reference block. The source of transistor 108 is coupled 
to Vss. An APG input is coupled to the gates of transis 
tors 106 and 104. The drain of transistor 106 is coupled 
the drain of transistor 112. The source of transistor 112 
is coupled to Vss. The gate of transistor 112 is coupled 
to the gate of transistor 114. 
The drain of transistor 104 is coupled to the drain of 

transistor 116. The gate of p-channel transistor 116 is 
coupled to a reference, voltage source (VSA) from the 
voltage reference block 110. The source of transistor 
116 is coupled to VDD. A second reference voltage 
source (VSA2) from block 110 is provided to the gate of 
p-channel transistor 118. The source of transistor 118 is 
coupled to VDD and the drain of transistor 118 is cou 
pled to the source of transistor 114. The drain of transis 
tor 114 is coupled to node 1 along with the drain transis 
tor 116, the drain of transistor 104, the source of n-chan 
nel transistor 120, the source of p-channel transistor 122 
and the gates of transistors 124 and 126. The drain of 
transistor 120 is coupled to VDD. The drain of transis 
tor 122 is coupled to Vss. The gates of transistors 120 
and 122, the drain of transistor 124 and the drain of 
transistor 126 are coupled together at node4. The 
source of transistor 126 is coupled to VDD. The source 
of transistor 124 is coupled to Vss. 
Node1 is also coupled to the input of inverter 128. 

The output of the inverter 128 is coupled to node2 and 
the input of inverter 130. The output of inverter 130 is 
coupled to the gate of a p-channel transistor 132. The 
source of the transistor 132 is coupled to node2 and its 
drain is coupled to Vss. The output of inverter 130 is 
also coupled to the input of the inverter 134. The output 
of the inverter 134 is in turn coupled to the input of the 
inverter 136. The output of the inverter 136 is coupled 
to the gate of the transistor 114. 
Basic operation of circuit 100: 
When a “cell is “on in the ARRAY PRODUCT 

TERM, node RBL is physically connected to node 
PTG which in turn is connected to ground through 
transistor 108. Under this condition, node RBL takes on 
a logical “low” voltage of about 1.8 V. This “low” 
voltage is amplified and translated through inverters 
128 and 130 to a full CMOS low level (i.e. Ground) at 
the output. When RBL is in a static “low” state, the 
corresponding low level at the output is fed back 
through inverters 134 and 136 which turns off transistor 
112 and turns on transistor 114 which have their gates 
connected to Node3. In this state, RBL is held low 
solely through transistor 108 (as mentioned earlier), 
which is a constant current source with its gate con 
nected to a reference bias voltage VBIAS. With the 
current path through transistors 114 and 118 to VDD 
now on, in addition to transistor 116 also connected to 
VDD which is always biased on, the eventual transition 
from low to high on the RBL node when all cells in the 
ARRAY PRODUCT TERM turn off will be quicker. 
When all 'cells’ are “off” in the ARRAY PROD 

UCT TERM102, node RBL is physically disconnected 
from node PTG and is pulled to a "high” voltage of 
about 2.2 V through transistor 104 by pull-up transistor 
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6 
116 which is connected to VDD. This “high” voltage is 
amplified and translated through inverters 128 and 130 
to a full CMOS high level (i.e. VDD) at the output. 
When RBL is in a static "high” state, the corresponding 
high level at the output is fed back through inverters 
134 and 136 which turns off transistor 114 and turns on 
transistor 112 which have their gates connected to 
Node3. In this state, RBL is held high solely through 
transistor 116 (as mentioned earlier), which is a constant 
current source with its gate connected to a reference 
bias voltage VSA. With the current path through tran 
sistors 106 and 112 to ground now on, in addition to 
transistor 108 also connected to ground which is always 
biased on, the eventual transition from high to low on 
the RBL node when at least one cell in the ARRAY 
PRODUCT TERM 102 turns on will be quicker. 
Description of the Improvements: 

Transistors 120 and 122 function very much like tran 
sistors 62 and 64 of Prior Art FIG. 2. In this embodi 
ment, transistors 120 and 122 serve to hold the “high” 
and “low” voltage levels of the RBL node within a 
certain window (product term window) with a voltage 
difference on this node of about 0.4V to 0.5V. Accord 
ing to prior art designs, the gates of 120 and 122 would 
have been connected to Node2 and transistors 124 and 
126 would have been omitted. According to the new 
embodiment, the gates of transistors 120 and 122 are 
coupled to the output of an additional inverter compris 
ing transistors 124 and 126. There are three advantages 
to doing this: 

1) The speed of the circuit is highly dependent on the 
edge rates of all the "critical' nodes within the 
circuit. Edge rate is a function of the current capac 
ity of the switching transistors and the amount of 
capacitance on that node being switched. Because 
the goal of this design is to maximize speed while 
not appreciably affecting power consumption, ca 
pacitance on "critical' nodes needs to be reduced 
in order to speed up the circuit. A critical node for 
speed is defined as a node that the data traverses in 
its path from input to output. Therefore, the addi 
tion of the inverter comprised of transistors 124 
and 126 is now used to drive the gates of transistor 
120 and 122 at Node4, not a critical node, thereby 
reducing the capacitance at Node2, a critical node. 
The addition of transistor 124 and 126 does add 
capacitance to Node1, but Node1 already has a 
significant Capacitive loading due to the ARRAY 
PRODUCT TERM 102. Therefore, the percent 
age increase in capacitance on Node1 due to the 
addition of transistor 124 and 126 is almost insignif 
icant whereas the percentage decrease in capaci 
tance due to the removal of the gates of transistors 
120 and 122 from the speed path (i.e. Node 2) is 
significant. Any added capacitance on Node1 is 
further minimized because transistor 124 and 126 
are made as small as possible provided that they 
have approximately the same input threshold as 
inverter 128. It is desirable to make transistor 124 
and 126 as small as possible so power consumption 
is not significantly increased. This can be done 
because the A.C. speed of Node4 is unimportant to 
the operation or speed of the circuit. 

2) The removal of the gates of transistors 120 and 122 
from Node2 allows further action to be taken on 
Node2 to speed up the circuit in the form of transis 
tor 132 (which will be described later as a preferred 
embodiment). The gate voltage on transistors 120 
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and 122 plays a significant role in determining the 
product term window (PT window). It is critical 
that the PT window be stable with respect to the 
input threshold of inverter 128. Any variations in 
the gate voltage of transistors 120 and 122 not 
directly related to voltage variations on Nodel are 
undesirable and may cause oscillations in the cir 
cuit. For example, in Prior Art FIG. 2, the gates of 
transistors 62 and 64 are connected to node 17. Any 
voltage variation on node 19 will translate over to 
node 17 and will in turn be compensated for by 
transistors 62 and 64. This then is a stable circuit 
because only inverter 5 is driving node 17 and this 
driving voltage is derived from node 19. With the 
circuit connected as described above, any attempt 
to change the voltage characteristics of node 17 
with a device not referenced to node 19 (i.e. a 
transistor with drain connected to node 17 and gate 
tied to a node other than node 19 or 12) would 
change/shift the characteristics of the PT window 
in such a way that would be unstable. Therefore, 
the preferred embodiment will allow additional 
speed to be gained at Node2 due to the fact that the 
gates of transistors 120 and 122 have been removed 
from Node2. 

3) Fine tuning the input threshold of inverter 128 
within the PT window is now made simple and 
straight forward. Changing the input threshold of 
inverter 128 has no effect on the PT window. With 
respect to the Prior Art FIG. 2, an attempt to 
change the input threshold of inverter 5 would 
tend to cause a shift in the PT window in the same 
direction thereby negating the threshold adjust 
ment with respect to the PT window. For example, 
if the input threshold of inverter 5 were increased 
by 0.2 v, the resulting voltage characteristics of 
node 17 would tend to shift both the low voltage 
and the high voltage of node 19 up by about 0.2 v. 
The effect of this would be an approximate no net 
change in the input threshold of inverter 5 with 
respect to its input signal swing. Of course, an 
adjustment with respect to the PT window could 
be made but it would require resizing of more than 
one inverter. It would require resizing inverter 5 
along with a combination of transistors 62, 64, 34 
and 36. This would be by no means straight for 
ward. 

In order to speed up Node2, transistor 132 was added. 
The purpose of transistor 132 is to speed up the high-to 
low transition at Node2 and thus speed up the low-to 
high transition at the output of the sense amp. Now that 
Node2 is independent of the PT window (as described 
above), the voltage characteristics at this node can be 
altered to improve the speed. When node2 is low, the 
output of inverter 130 is high and therefore transistor 
132 is not conducting or is considered to be off. When 
node2 is high, the output of inverter 130 is low and 
therefore transistor 132 is conducting or is on. This 
causes Node2 to be pulled down to a lower static high 
level. Now, when a switch from high-to-low occurs at 
Node2, the voltage only needs to swing from a lower 
Voh level down to the input threshold of inverter 130. 
This reduced voltage swing increases the high-to-low 
speed at Node2 and thus the low-to-high speed at node 
PT. The one drawback to doing this is that when Node2 
is in a high state, inverter 130 will consume more power 
as opposed to allowing Node2 to go to a higher level. 
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The lower the high level of Node2 is set by the size of 

transistor 132, the faster the high-to-low transition at 
Node2 will be but more power will be consumed by 
inverter 130. The converse is also true. Therefore, addi 
tional speed is gained at Node2 and PT at the cost of 
increased power consumption. In order to offset the 
increased power in this stage, an additional circuit inno 
vation is used to save power in another portion of the 
circuit (discussed below). 

Transistors 114 and 118 provide a feedback path to 
VDD in order to speed up the low-to-high transition of 
Node 1. This feedback technique is not new and in fact 
was used in above identified U.S. Pat. No. 5,189,322. 
Transistor 118 functions as a current source to regulate 
the current and transistor 114 essentially functions as an 
on/off switch depending on the state of PT, the output 
of the sense amp. If PT is high, transistor 114 is off. If 
PT is low, transistor 114 is on. In the above identified 
patent, the gates of transistors 116 and 118 would be 
connected to the same reference voltage, VSA. Al 
though acceptable, this configuration does not yield 
optimum power consumption efficiency. 
According to the preferred embodiment, the gate of 

118 is connected to a new bias voltage source, VSA2 
which is utilized to drive the gate of transistor 118. 
Voltage reference VSA2 has different voltage charac 
teristics with respect to VDD and Temperature as com 
pared to VSA (refer to FIGS. 9 and 10), that make it 
more optimum as a voltage reference to control the 
feedback current source (i.e. transistor 118). Typically, 
the speed of a circuit is the slowest and the power con 
sumption is the lowest at low VDD and hot Tempera 
ture (e.g. 4.4 V and 125 C. respectively). Conversely, 
the speed of a circuit is the fastest and power consump 
tion is the highest at high VDD and low Temperature 
(e.g. 5.6 V and -40° C. respectively). 
The ideal situation would be to balance the two ex 

tremes and have the average of speed and power con 
sumption of the two extremes across the entire VDD 
and Temperature range. This would yield a faster cir 
cuit, because it would be faster than the worst case 4.4 
V and 125 C. extreme, with lower power consumption, 
because it would have lower power consumption than 
the worst case 5.6 V and -40° C. extreme. The ap 
proach attempts to get closer to this ideal condition. 
The now used voltage reference circuit, VSA2, that 
drives the gate of transistor 118 has the characteristics 
shown in FIG. 9 and 10. 

First, the effect of this new scheme with respect to 
temperature variations will be examined. At 125 C., 
where MOS devices slow down due to a decrease in 
current characteristics at higher temperatures, the volt 
age of VSA2 is at its lowest point. Because this voltage 
drives the gate of the PMOS transistor 118 the current 
and therefore the low-to-high speed of Node1 is maxi 
mized under these conditions. At -40 C., where MOS 
devices speed up due to an increase in current charac 
teristics at lower temperatures, the voltage of VSA2 is 
at its highest point. Here, the current is minimized and 
the speed will also be reduced. Under this condition 
though, it is important to minimize the current because 
speed is not an issue because all the other transistors get 
faster. 
With respect to VDD variations, VSA2 tracks VDD 

at about a 1:1 ratio as show in FIG. 10. Therefore, at a 
VDD of 4.4 V, reference voltage VSA2 is at its lowest 
point and this will tend to maximize the speed and cur 
rent under this condition. At a VDD of 5.6 V, VSA2 is 
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at it highest point and this will tend to minimize the 
current and reduce the speed under this condition. The 
resulting decrease in pull-up current through transistor 
118 under high VDD and low Temperature conditions 
also adds to the circuits noise immunity under condi 
tions when circuit noise tends to be the greatest. This 
noise immunity comes in the form of an increased PT 
window which improves the RBL low noise margin. 
A typical voltage reference circuit 110 that is capable 

of providing such characteristics generally makes use of 10 
basic current mirroring techniques and typically in 
cludes a plurality of transistors and a polysilicon resistor 
which has a stable temperature coefficient to produce 
the described characteristics. 
Through the embodiments of the present invention, 

the speed from input to output is significantly improved 
and the power consumption is kept at areasonable level. 
This is achieved along with an improvement in the PT 
low noise margin through better temperature sensitivity 
while sensitivity to process variation is not degraded. 
Although the present invention has been described in 

accordance with the embodiments shown, one of ordi 
nary skill in the art will readily recognize that there 
could be variations to the embodiments and those varia 
tions would be within the spirit and scope of the present 
invention. Accordingly, many modifications may be 
made by one of ordinary skill in the art without depart 
ing from the spirit and scope of the appended claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A sensing apparatus for receiving an input signal 

from a cell array and for providing an output signal at 
an output terminal, the input signal changing level from 
a first level to a second level and from a second level to 
a first level, the output signal changing level from a low 
logic level to a high logic level and from a high logic 
level to a low logic level, the sensing apparatus includ 
ing a plurality of critical nodes, the sensing apparatus 
comprising: 
a first plurality of transistors responsive to the input 

signal for providing a predetermined difference 
between voltage levels; and 

a second plurality of transistors coupled at each gate 
terminal to each source terminal of the first plural 
ity of transistors so as to disconnect the first plural 

15 

20 

25 

30 

35 

ity of transistors from at least one critical node of 45 
the sensing apparatus for speeding up the low-to 
high and high-to-low transitions of the output sig 
nal in response to the transitions in the input signal. 

2. The sensing apparatus of claim 1 in which the first 
plurality of transistors comprises: 

a first n-channel transistor; and 
a first p-channel transistor coupled at a source termi 

nal to a source terminal of the first n-channel tran 
sistor. 

3. The sensing apparatus of claim 1 wherein the out 
put signal is CMOS compatible. 

4. The sensing apparatus of claim 1 which further 
includes a first logic circuit coupled between the output 
terminal and a first critical node for speeding up the 
low-to-high transitions of the output signal. 

5. The sensing apparatus of claim 4 in which the first 
logic circuit comprises a second p-channel transistor, 
wherein a gate terminal of the second p-channel transis 
tor is coupled to the output terminal and a source termi 
nal of the second p-channel transistor is coupled to the 
first critical node. 

6. The sensing apparatus of claim 4 which further 
includes a second logic circuit coupled between the 
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output terminal and a second critical node for speeding 
up the low-to-high transition of the output signal. 

7. The sensing apparatus of claim 6 which further 
includes a voltage reference circuit coupled to the sec 
ond logic circuit for compensating for temperature 
variations and to improve noise immunity and minimize 
power consumption when the output signal is at the low 
logic level. 

8. The sensing apparatus of claim 6 in which the 
second logic circuit further comprises: 
a third p-channel transistor coupled at a gate terminal 

to the output terminal and at a drain terminal to the 
second critical node; and 

a fourth p-channel transistor coupled at a draintermi 
nal to a source terminal of the third p-channel tran 
sistor. 

9. A sensing apparatus for receiving an input signal 
from a cell array and for providing an output signal at 
an output terminal, the input signal changing level from 
a first level to a second level and from a second level to 
a first level, the output signal changing level from a low 
logic level to a high logic level and from a high logic 
level to a low logic level, the sensing apparatus includ 
ing a plurality of critical nodes, the sensing apparatus 
comprising: 
a first plurality of transistors responsive to the input 

signal for providing a predetermined difference 
between voltage levels; 

a second plurality of transistors coupled to the first 
plurality of transistors so as to disconnect the first 
plurality of transistors from at least one critical 
node of the sensing apparatus for speeding up the 
low-to-high and high-to-low transitions of the out 
put signal; 

a first logic circuit coupled between the output termi 
nal and a first critical node for speeding up the 
low-to-high transitions of the output signal; 

a second logic circuit coupled between the output 
terminal and a second critical node for speeding up 
the low-to-high transitions of the output signal; and 

a voltage reference circuit coupled to the second 
logic circuit for compensating for temperature 
variations and to improve noise immunity and min 
imize power consumption when the output signal is 
at the low logic level. 

10. The sensing apparatus of claim 9 wherein the 
output signal is CMOS compatible. 

11. The sensing apparatus of claim 9 in which the first 
plurality of transistors further comprises: 

a first n-channel transistor; and 
a first p-channel transistor coupled at a source termi 

nal to a source terminal of the first n-channel tran 
sistor. 

12. The sensing apparatus of claim 11 in which the 
first logic circuit comprises a second p-channel transis 
tor. 

13. The sensing apparatus of claim 11 in which the 
second logic circuit further comprises: 

a third p-channel transistor coupled at a gate terminal 
to the output terminal and at a drain terminal to the 
second critical node; and 

a fourth p-channel transistor coupled at a drain termi 
nal to a source terminal of the third p-channel tran 
sistor. 

14. An apparatus for sensing whether a first line and 
a second line are electrically connected to each other 
and for providing an output signal at an output terminal, 
the output signal changing level from a low logic level 
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to a high logic level and from a high logic level to a low 
logic level, the sensing apparatus including at least one 
critical node, the sensing apparatus comprising: 
a first electrical path between the first line and a first 

voltage; 5 
a second electrical path between the second line and 

a second voltage; 
a first circuit for opening and closing the first electri 

cal path in response to a voltage on the first line; 
a second circuit for opening and closing the second 

electrical path in response to the voltage on the 
second line; 

a first plurality of transistors coupled to the first path 
for holding the voltage on the first line within a 
predetermined difference between voltage levels; 
and 

a second plurality of transistors coupled in series with 
the first line and coupled at each gate terminal to 
each source terminal of the first plurality of transis- 20 
tors so as to disconnect the first plurality of transis 
tors from at least one critical node of the sensing 
apparatus for speeding up the low-to-high and 
high-to-low transitions of the output signal. 

15. The sensing apparatus of claim 14 in which the 25 
first plurality of transistors comprises: 

a first n-channel transistor; and 
a first p-channel transistor coupled at a source termi 

nal to a source terminal of the first n-channel tran 
sistor. 30 

16. The sensing apparatus of claim 14 wherein the 
output signal is CMOS compatible. 

17. The sensing apparatus of claim 14 which further 
includes a first logic circuit coupled between the output 
terminal and a first critical node for speeding up the 
low-to-high transitions of the output signal. 

18. The sensing apparatus of claim 17 in which the 
first logic circuit comprises a second p-channel transis 
tor. 

19. The sensing apparatus of claim 17 which further 
includes a second logic circuit coupled between the 
output terminal and a second critical node for speeding 
up the low-to-high transitions of the output signal. 

20. The sensing apparatus of claim 19 which further as 
includes voltage reference circuit coupled to the second 
logic circuit for compensating for temperature varia 
tions to improve noise immunity and minimize power 
consumption when the output signal is at the low logic 
level. 50 

21. The sensing apparatus of claim 19 in which the 
second logic circuit further comprises: 
a third p-channel transistor coupled at a gate terminal 

to the output terminal and at a drain terminal to the 
second critical node; and 55 
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12 
a fourth p-channel transistor coupled at a drain termi 

nal to a source terminal of the third p-channel tran 
sistor. 

22. An apparatus for sensing whether a first line and 
a second line are electrically connected to each other 
and for providing an output signal which is CMOS 
compatible at an output terminal, the output signal 
changing level from a low logic level to a high logic 
level and from a high logic level to a low logic level, the 
sensing apparatus including at least one critical node, 
the sensing apparatus comprising: 

a first electrical path between the first line and a first 
voltage; 

a second electrical path between the second line and 
a second voltage; 

a first circuit for opening and closing the first electri 
cal path in response to a voltage on the first line; 

a second circuit for opening and closing the second 
electrical path in response to the voltage on the 
second line; 

a first plurality of transistors coupled to the first path 
for holding the voltage on the first line within a 
predetermined difference between voltage levels, 
the first plurality of transistors comprising: 
a first n-channel transistor, and 
a first p-channel transistor coupled at a source 

terminal to a source terminal of the first n-chan 
nel transistor; 

a second plurality of transistors coupled in series with 
the first line and coupled to the first plurality of 
transistors so as to disconnect the first plurality of 
transistors from a critical node of the sensing appa 
ratus for speeding up the low-to-high and high-to 
low transitions of the output signal; 

a first logic circuit coupled between the output termi 
nal and a first critical node for speeding up the 
low-to-high transitions of the output signal, the 
first logic circuit comprising a second p-channel 
transistor; 

a second logic circuit coupled between the output 
terminal and a second critical node for speeding up 
the low-to-high transitions of the output signal, the 
second logic circuit comprising: 
a third p-channel transistor coupled at a gate termi 

nal to the output terminal and at a drain terminal 
to the second critical node, and 

a fourth p-channel transistor coupled at a drain 
terminal to a source terminal of the third p-chan 
nel transistor; and 

a voltage reference circuit coupled to the second 
logic circuit for compensating for temperature 
variations and to improve noise immunity and min 
imize power consumption when the output signal is 
at the low logic level. 
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